The paper focuses on a research dealing with the methods employed to combine types, so-called technological types, of exercises used for distance education in a virtual learning environment and types of exercises, so-called methodological types or techniques, used in foreign language teaching methodology. The used concept of technological types of exercises involves the most common types offered by virtual learning environments: multiple and single choice, gap filling, drag and drop, sequenced frames and text answer. Methodological types or techniques include commonly used types of exercises: closed-ended tasks and open-ended tasks. Techniques can be implemented into an e-learning course using different technological types. The aim of the described research is to discover whether some of these combinations are more suitable to practise and reinforce three receptive and productive language skills: reading comprehension, listening comprehension and writing. More precisely, the primary purpose of the research is to identify the most and least suitable combinations of the most frequently used technological types of exercises and those exercises of foreign language teaching methodologies that are used to practice and reinforce each of the above-mentioned three language skills.
Introduction
For the realisation of communicative intentions, users/learners bring to bear their general capacities together with a more specifically language-related communicative competence.
[1] Communicative competence is a complex structure consisting of partial components, i.e. linguistic competences (lexical, grammatical, semantic, phonological, orthographic and orthoepic), sociolinguistic competences and pragmatic competences (discourse and functional). Communicative competence components are realized through language activities, which include reception, production and interaction employment. Therefore, communicative competence levels may be assessed based on language activity presentations, i.e. assessment of language skills level -receptive, productive and the ability to interact in foreign language communication. [2] Receptive language skills include reading and listening comprehension; productive skills are represented by writing and speaking. Mastering communicative competence thus demonstrates language skills development.
A basic variety of technological types of exercises most frequently used in e-learning is used in language courses to practice, reinforce and assess reading and listening comprehension (i.e. both receptive skills), and productive writing skills. These types of exercises are, subsequently, applied in accordance with the requirements of foreign language teaching methodologies. However, from a methodological point of view, there are still learning management systems where the possibilities of these exercises have been are very limited
In the paper the main objectives and aim of a research performing within doctoral study of the second author of the paper under the supervision of the first author is introduced. The research is conducted in the Centre for Distance Education at the Institute for Language and Preparatory Studies, Charles University in Prague. E-learning language courses included in the research were created in the CDS Publisher software.
Material and Methods
The sample population is comprised of international students of the Czech language at the A1, A2 and B1 levels according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. The goal of the Czech language courses provided in the above mentioned Centre for Distance Education at the Institute for Language and Preparatory Studies is to prepare students before their arrival to the Czech Republic for intended study at a university or improvement of their Czech language knowledge within the framework of life-long education. All age categories and both sexes are included in the sample.
Types of exercises
In the research the following techniques (see Table 1 ) and technological types (see Table 2 ) of exercises have been used in practising and reinforcing language skills. Remark: According [4] the most used types of discrete choice refers to all kinds of exercises that are to be solved by pointing, clicking and moving objects. The common characteristic of these exercises is the finite and usually small set of possible responses (or classes of responses when moving objects is involved). Thus authoring the exercise involves assigning a value to each possible response, from simple true or false, over scores out of a total to explanatory feedback texts or all of these.
The second largest class of exercises asks for a short entry that is not one out of a set of given ones. The main difference to discrete choice is that the possible answers are not limited that strictly. Usually the input is restricted by the characters allowed and the length of the entry. Assigning values to possible answers now first involves creating classes of similar answers which then can be handled as in discrete choice.
Practising and Reinforcing Language Skills
Each language skill practising procedure has certain requirements in order to be effective. There exist several recommended techniques for assessing each particular skill that are also commonly used for practising and reinforcing the skills (see Table 3 and Table 4 ). Regarding the writing skill, in post-secondary academic writing, a strong case can be made for writing both to be based on a reading and to require students to provide appropriate and relevant support for ideas. [7] Therefore, it is recommended to use a written stimulus and employ techniques similar to reading comprehension before students are asked to write their own piece of writing.
Although the variety of recommended techniques listed above seems to be quite similar across all three language skills, there are differences in attributes of each exercise. Furthermore, there are different ways of implementing the techniques in a virtual learning environment, i.e. each technique may be combined with a different technological type of exercise.
Research aim and objectives
The main aim of the research is to discover the combinations that are most and least suitable, whether these combinations should be different for each language skill and if there are some combinations that include some techniques that are not initially recommended for a particular language skill. To achieve the main aim the following objectives are needed.
• Quantitative analysis of the language skills practice procedure based on pre-tests, progress tests and post-tests.
• Qualitative analysis of the language skills practice procedure based on feedback questionnaires.
Results and discussion
The time period of the research is divided in three sequential phases, each including several academic years: two four-year (2002/2003 -2005/2006, 2006/2007 -2009/2010 ) and one three-year (2010/2011 -2012/2013) . Different combinations of foreign language teaching techniques and technological types of exercises were used in each phase.
The choice of particular combinations was influenced by several factors: the programmer's abilities, content author's skills (in the field of foreign language teaching methodology in combination with the features of the courseware) and mainly technological limitations (some types of exercises were not available in early versions of the CDS Publisher software employed for course development), which resulted in using combinations unsuitable for practising particular language skills. Another important factor that enabled only several limited combinations was a feature of all types of exercises -they appear in a form of Flash animations, which were not transparent in the first two thirds of the courses development. Therefore, it was not possible to use layers for displaying particular elements of each exercise (see e.g. Fig. 1) . Fig. 1 . Example of combinations not available in the first two phases of the research due to the opacity of exercises:
in this exercise students not only must match the sentences and pictures, but also write the correct numbers of the pictures in the gaps, which might be confusing; transparency of exercises enabled to put the pictures directly in the gaps e.g. drag and drop exercise, which made the exercise far more user-friendly and, as in the example mentioned above, students are able to focus more on the content rather than on the format of the exercise, resulting in a more effective exercise
In order to find out whether the particular language skills were better practised or reinforced, observations were made based on pre-tests, progress tests and post-tests that were carried out by students in particular online courses. Feedback questionnaires in which the students expressed their opinions on the types of exercises that appeared in the courses were also employed. Results of the tests as well as answers from the feedback questionnaires of approximately 300 students are now being processed including both quantitative and qualitative approaches.
Currently, research analysis of the acquired data is being carried out. However, an increased success rate of didactical tests confirms a higher level of practice and reinforcement of particular language skills than in the more recent versions of our courses. In addition, student answers reveal that some combinations of the technological types of exercises and foreign languages teaching methodological types of exercises are preferred. The key difference is between reading and listening comprehension, where discrete choice exercises are far more suitable. A common prerequisite of assessment and practice of each language skill is the fact that if a particular language skill is practised, no other skill should be required other than the practised skill itself -e.g. for listening practice, writing should not be involved to such an extent that students with weak writing skills will be disadvantaged.
Conclusion
In the paper the main aim, objectives and first results of our research as an inspiration for authors of e-learning language courses is introduced. We have listed types of exercises used in foreign language teaching methodology and technological types of exercises commonly used in virtual learning environments. Both types can be combined in several ways to practice, reinforce and assess three particular language skills. However, not all combinations have resulted in effective options. Exact descriptions of both the most and least suitable combinations should be available after the final analysis is completed.
